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SUMMARY

CONTEXT FOR THE RESTORATIONS

The expansion of food stamp eligibility for legal immigrants authorized by
the Farm Security and Rural Investment Act of 2002 (“Farm Bill”) is taking place
against a backdrop of high, steady levels of immigration. By 2000, one quarter of
low-income children in the United States had immigrant parents. In the majority of
low-income immigrant families, the children were eligible for food stamps because
they were citizens, while their parents were often barred from eligibility because they
were undocumented or ineligible legal noncitizens.

Since the inception of the current Food Stamp Program (FSP) in 1977,
undocumented immigrants have never been eligible for benefits. However, the
eligibility rules for legal noncitizens have changed several times in recent years. The
1996 Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act
(PRWORA)—or welfare reform—made most legal noncitizens ineligible for food
stamps, with limited exceptions. In 1998 the Agriculture Research, Extension and
Education Reform Act restored eligibility to legal noncitizen children, elders, and
disabled individuals who entered the United States before PRWORA'’s enactment on
August 22, 1996. The 2002 Farm Bill broadly restored eligibility for legal noncitizens
who:

R/

** Were disabled, regardless of date of entry, effective October 2002;
¢ Had been in the United States at least five years, effective April 2003; and

% Were children ages 18 and under, regardless of date of entry, effective
October 2003.

STUDY PURPOSE

In terms of policy, the significance of the food stamp restorations to legal
immigrants should not be understated: the provisions were expected to become the
most expensive and significant portion of the $6.4 billion in nutrition assistance

authorized by the Farm Bill (Food and Nutrition Service 2002a). Moreover, for the
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first time since welfare reform, the 2002 law extended a means-tested federal benefit
to legal noncitizen children who had lived in the United States for less than five
years. (The five-year waiting period still applies to most legal immigrant adults for
the FSP and to most legal noncitizen adults and children for welfare and Medicaid.)
While the Farm Bill was the third piece of legislation to restore public benefits to
noncitizens since PRWORA’s enactment in 1996,' no previous restoration has been
subjected to the kind of analysis of implementations and effects we present here.
The study is important, then, because it can begin to help us understand:

K/

** Variation in state and local approaches to implementing the eligibility
restorations;

% The institutional challenges to reversing previous eligibility restrictions,
especially in areas with large low-income noncitizen populations;

** The degree to which restorations and other policies can overcome what
might be referred to as “chilling effects” on program participation created by
earlier eligibility restrictions (Fix and Passel 1999);

*¢ The effects on differing populations—elders, children and working age
adults; noncitizens with five years of legal residency and those without;

** The degree to which the restoration brought 7ew immigrant households to
the ISP, versus extending more benefits to households already receiving
benefits but with sozze legal immigrant members;

X/
L X4

The potential impacts of sponsor deeming and liability policies whose
impacts may only now be coming into view, and that might lead to reduced
participation among newly eligible noncitizens; and

** The need for strategic investments in outreach and other efforts to improve
access and boost participation among targeted populations.

1'1n 1997 Congtess restored Supplemental Security Income (SSI) along with SSI-linked Medicaid to all elderly
and disabled legal immigrants who had been receiving SSI when PRWORA was enacted, and made all legal
immigrants who arrived in the United States before PRWORA’s enactment eligible to receive SSI if they
became disabled in the future (The Balanced Budget Act of 1997, PL. 105-33). Congtess later extended food
stamp benefits to legal immigrant children and to elderly and disabled legal immigrants who arrived before
enactment (The Agriculture, Research, Extension and Education Reform Act, PL 105-185, 1998) (Fix and
Passel 2002).
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STUDY METHODS

This report, based on a two-year study funded by the U.S. Department of
Agriculture’s Food and Nutrition Service (FNS), focuses primarily on the
implementation of the three legal immigrant food stamp restorations enacted under
the 2002 Farm Bill. The study included six of the seven states with the largest
immigrant populations (California, Texas, Florida, Illinois, New Jersey, and
Massachusetts) and two “new growth” states with rapidly increasing immigrant
populations (North Carolina and Tennessee). Study methods included phone calls
to state food stamp administrators during fall 2002, spring 2003 and fall 2003, as well
as phone calls or visits to local food stamp offices in summer 2003.

The restoration of food stamp benefits to legal noncitizens took place during
a time when FNS and state food stamp agencies were trying to improve client access
and when caseloads were rising generally due to a downturn in the U.S. economy.
Between 2000 and 2003, total FSP enrollment grew by 24 percent nationally, from 17
to 21 million people. Study respondents attributed caseload increases in their states
mostly to declining economic conditions but also to changes in FSP policies that

expanded eligibility and streamlined application and recertification procedures.

IMPLEMENTATION AND PRELIMINARY IMPACT OF THE RESTORATIONS

We found that the Farm Bill’s legal immigrant restorations were implemented
in a timely fashion in our study states, and short-term targets for increased
noncitizen participation in the FSP were met. According to our best estimates, over
150,000 legal noncitizens were added to the FSP rolls across the eight states—above
the FNS national target of 120,000 for 2003, and well on schedule to meet the FNS
goal of enrolling 400,000 legal noncitizens nationwide by 2006. The April 2003
restoration, the broadest of the three, restored benefits to approximately 135,000
noncitizens with five years of legal residency. The October 2003 change restored
benefits to about 18,000 legal noncitizen children, while the October 2002
restoration affected relatively small number of disabled legal noncitizens—Iess than

4,000.

1ii
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The majority of legal noncitizens added to the caseload were former state
food assistance beneficiaries in California (almost 100,000), Massachusetts (4,000)
and New Jersey (2,000). While the restorations yielded a significant cost shift from
these states back to the federal government, legal immigrants and their households
did not see any changes in benefit levels. Following the restorations, California was
the only study state that retained a separate, state-funded food assistance program
for noncitizens. California’s program included almost 10,000 noncitizens with less
than five years of legal residency in late 2003.

There were also increases in legal noncitizen food stamp caseloads in Texas
(25,000), Florida (22,000) and Illinois (4,000). For the most part, the legal
noncitizens whose benefits were restored in these states lived in mixed citizenship
households with U.S.-born citizen children who were already receiving benefits
before the restorations. In most cases, the addition of a newly eligible member
meant that these households’ benefit allocations increased, although in a few cases
benefits actually decreased when working adults were added and their earnings were
weighted more heavily in benefit calculations.

In two states—North Carolina and Tennessee—we were told that only a
small number of noncitizens were affected by the restorations, and no legal
noncitizen caseload data were available. These two new growth states have a much
higher share of immigrants who arrived within the last five years or are
undocumented immigrants, and they also have much lower total immigrant
populations when compared to the other six states in the study.

We found little evidence in the study states that the restorations extended
food stamp benefits to significant numbers of immigrant households without
previous food stamp participation, though with time these numbers may grow.

State and local administrators generally did not report any major challenges in
implementing the Farm Bill restorations. Eligibility workers also indicated the
changes were, for the most part, straightforward and easy to implement. The
exception was the October 2002 restoration, which required eligibility workers to
check for receipt of disability benefits across several programs in some of the states.
Nonetheless, noncitizen FSP eligibility determination remains a highly complex

process. One explanation why so few administrative challenges were reported could
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be the limited implementation to date of the sponsor deeming and liability

requirements.

NEW COMPLICATED SPONSOR DEEMING RULES

While the Farm Bill’s new rules for legal immigrants simplified eligibility
determination in most cases, the process may be complicated and noncitizen
applicants deterred by new sponsor deeming and liability rules that went into effect
at the end of 1997. These rules were legislated by the Illegal Immigration Reform
and Immigrant Responsibility Act of 1996, and supplement the bars to legal
immigrant eligibility set out in the welfare reform act. Except for refugees, most
legal immigrants have individual sponsors, who must provide financial support to the
immigrants until they become citizens. Whenever a sponsored legal immigrant
applies for food stamps, the sponsor’s income may be counted as available to the
immigrant’s household for purposes of food stamp eligibility, often disqualifying the
immigrants’ household for benefits. Additionally, states may require sponsors to pay
back the value of benefits issued to the immigrants they sponsored, although no
states in our study have developed policies to do so. Sponsor deeming rules
currently affect a very small fraction of the noncitizens with five years of legal
residency who became eligible for food stamps under the April 2003 restoration.
That fraction is expected to grow over time, however, as the number of legal
immigrants who entered after 1997, have completed five years of residency, and have
not become U.S. citizens increases.

Only three of our eight study states—California, Florida and
Massachusetts—had implemented sponsor deeming policies and encountered
enough cases with sponsored legal immigrants to understand and document their
experiences. Preliminary evidence from these states suggest that the new deeming
rules leave noncitizen FSP applicants with tough choices: (1) agree to report the
sponsor’s income and have this income included as part of the household’s income
for eligibility purposes; (2) claim an “indigence” exemption from the deeming
requirement, which results in the names of the immigrant and his or her sponsor

being reported to the U.S. Attorney General; or (3) opt out of the case and have
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benefits calculated as if the immigrant were ineligible. Deeming also potentially
limits participation in other ways, since immigrants may be unable or unwilling to
contact their sponsors or request that they share sensitive information about income

and resources with a government agency.

LIMITED PuBLICITY AND OUTREACH FOR THE RESTORATIONS

The impact of the Farm Bill restorations may also be muted by limited
publicity and little food stamp outreach directed to immigrant populations. Illinois is
the only study state in which we encountered a major public campaign that focused
specifically on the legal immigrant restorations. In the other states restoration-
specific outreach activities generally consisted of notifying advocacy networks about
the restoration at regularly scheduled meetings and through the dissemination of
general informational materials.

The limited food stamp outreach activities we observed were conducted by
non-profit organizations with little state support but in some cases, substantial
funding through federal outreach grants from FNS. Only Texas had a state-funded
food stamp outreach program, which did not target immigrants specifically but
focused on six metropolitan counties with large immigrant populations. Illinois had
a state-funded outreach program targeting immigrants for a range of benefits,
including refugee assistance, the FSP and public health insurance programs. In
California, Florida, Illinois, Massachusetts, New Jersey, and North Carolina, agencies
that had received FNS outreach grants were conducting more general food stamp
outreach using a variety of methods, including computer-based prescreening for

eligibility.

OTHER NONCITIZEN FOOD STAMP ISSUES

Finally, noncitizens continue to face several barriers when applying for food
stamps and other public benefit programs. Customer service had been affected by
FSP administrative budget cuts in several of the study states, making it harder for

noncitizens and others to get their applications completed and to follow up when
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there are problems with their cases. Some food stamp offices we visited—
particularly those in larger urban areas—had been hard hit by recent budget cuts, and
caseloads as high as 800 or 1,000 per worker were making it more and more difficult
for workers to communicate and interact with clients. Inadequate translation and
interpretation continued to affect access, especially when it comes to clients who do
speak neither English nor Spanish, although all of the study states were making
progress in this area. Noncitizens continue to be concerned about the consequences
of benefit receipt for their naturalization applications and ability to sponsor relatives;
in some cases they fear deportation of undocumented family members. In California

and Texas, applicants for the FSP are fingerprinted, deterring some noncitizens from

applying.
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DEMOGRAPHIC OVERVIEW

The expansion of food stamp eligibility for legal immigrants authorized by
the Farm Security and Rural Investment Act of 2002 (“Farm Bill,” P.L. 107-171) is
taking place against a backdrop of record-high immigration. Fourteen million
immigrants entered the United States during the 1990s, up from 10 million in the
1980s, 7 million in the 1970s, and 4 million in the 1960s. Based on immigration
flows estimated at near 1.4 million per year for 2001-2003, it seems likely this pace of
immigration will continue throughout the current decade. By 2003, there were 34
million immigrants in the United States, over three times the number in 1970 (10
million). While the foreign-born share of the population rose to 12 percent by
2003—over twice the share for 1970 (5 percent)—this was still below the foreign-
born population shares one hundred years ago (almost 15 percent).

The record pace of immigration has substantially increased the number of
low-income immigrant families with children and as a result, the need for public
benefits and services. By 2000, one fifth of all U.S. children had at least one parent
born outside the country, and one quarter of all low-income children had immigrant
parents. Over three quarters of these children, however, are U.S.-born citizens.

The typical immigrant family includes both citizens and noncitizens. Usually,
at least one of the parents is a noncitizen—either legal or undocumented—while one
or more children are U.S.-born citizens. According to our estimates, in 2003 thirty
percent of all immigrants were naturalized U.S. citizens. Another 31 percent were
Legal Permanent Residents (LPRs), who typically qualify for citizenship five years
after receiving their green card.! Twenty-seven percent were undocumented
immigrants without legal authorization to remain in the country. About 8 percent
entered as refugees, including those who adjusted their status to become LPRs or
were naturalized to become citizens. An additional small percentage were legal

temporary residents (4 percent) such as students and temporary workers.”

I'The period is three years if they marry a U.S. citizen.

2 These estimates are based on March 2003 U.S. Current Population Survey (CPS) data, adjusted to include
Utrban Institute estimates of the size of the undocumented population. Refugees include noncitizens as well as
naturalized citizens who entered as refugees.
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The mixed citizenship of immigrant families has important implications for
eligibility for food stamps and other public benefits. In the majority of low-income
immigrant families, the children are eligible for benefits due to the fact they are
citizens, while the parents may be barred from eligibility. Over a third of noncitizen
families with children include undocumented adults, who are not eligible for food
stamps or other federally-funded assistance programs, and who may be deterred
from applying for their children because of fears about interacting with government
agencies. For instance, in 2003 there were 5.6 million noncitizen families with 10.5
million children; of these 38 percent (2.1 million families including 4.1 million
children) had at least one undocumented parent. Yet, about two thirds of low-
income children with undocumented parents are U.S. citizens; in virtually all of these
“mixed status” families, the children are eligible for food stamps and other benefits
but the parents are not. Among low-income children with LPR parents, the share
who are citizens is over 80 percent. In these mixed status families all of the children
are eligible for benefits but some parents are not. Additionally, there are 1.8 million
low-income noncitizen children—including nearly 1 million who are undocumented,
over 600,000 LPRs, and about 150,000 refugees.3

Immigrants remain heavily concentrated in a handful of states, but are
increasingly moving to new settlement areas throughout the United States. In 2000
about two thirds of all immigrants lived in six States (California, New York, Texas,
Florida, Illinois and New Jersey); California alone accounted for 28 percent of the
total. But the share in these six “major concentration” states was down from three
quarters in 1990. Between 1990 and 2000, twenty-two “new growth” states
experienced faster growth in their foreign-born populations than the six high
concentration states. These states are led by North Carolina, where the immigrant
population grew by 274 percent during the 1990s, and include most other
Southeastern states as well as much of the Midwest and West except for California
(Capps, Fix and Passel 2002). As a result of these settlement patterns, the high
concentration states continue to grapple with the provision of benefits and services

such as food stamps to large numbers of immigrants, but they are joined by an

3 These estimates are based on the average of March 2002 and March 2003 CPS data, also adjusted to reflect
undocumented population estimates.
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increasing number of new growth states that have only recently begun to deal with

these issues.

WELFARE REFORM AND THE PoOLICY CONTEXT FOR THE
FARM BILL RESTORATIONS

For over 30 years, the Food Stamp Program (FSP) has been the largest
nutrition assistance program administered by the federal government and a
centerpiece of the U.S. social safety net. The program’s purpose is “to permit low-
income households to obtain a more nutritious diet by increasing their purchasing
power” (The Food Stamp Act of 1977, as amended, P.L. 95-113). Unlike other
public benefit programs, the FSP has relatively few non-financial eligibility
requirements and is not limited to specific needy groups such as single mothers, the
elderly or disabled; instead, it is designed to meet the nutritional needs of a wide
spectrum of low-income families, including both recipients of welfare and the
working poor. Eligibility is standardized across the country, and FSP benefits are
entirely federally funded, although administrative costs are split nearly evenly
between the federal government and the state and local agencies that determine
eligibility and issue benefits. Participants receive ATM-like benefit cards, which can
be used at over 145,000 food stores nationwide (Rosso and Faux 2003). During
fiscal year 2003, the FSP issued over $21 billion in benefits and served 21 million
people in an average month (Food and Nutrition Service 2004a). In terms of federal
expenditures, the FSP is larger than the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families
(TANF) program, which was funded at $16.5 billion in 2003 (Catalogue of Federal

Domestic Assistance 2004).

NONCITIZEN ELIGIBILITY FOR FOOD STAMPS

The FSP has few eligibility requirements that go beyond income, but several
of the most important pertain to noncitizen applicants. Since the program’s
inception, undocumented immigrants have never been eligible for benefits; however,
the rules for /ega/ noncitizens—in particular LPRs—have changed several times in

recent years. The 1996 Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity
3
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Reconciliation Act (PRWORA, P.L. 104-193) made most LPRs and other legal
noncitizens ineligible for food stamps, with limited exceptions for some groups:
refugees, legal immigrants who had served in the military and their immediate family
members, and legal immigrants who could prove they or their spouses, or if minors,
their parents, had worked a total of 40 quarters (10 years) in covered employment
(Fix and Zimmermann 1999). In 1998 Congress passed the Agriculture Research,
Extension and Education Reform Act of 1998 (P.L. 105-185), which restored food
stamp eligibility to legal noncitizen children and disabled individuals who entered the
United States before PRWORA’s enactment on August 22, 1996, as well as to legal
noncitizens who were 65 or older and residing in the United States on August 22,
1996 (Food and Nutrition Service 2001). Additionally several states authorized state-
funded assistance similar to food stamps, either for some or for all legal noncitizens
rendered ineligible by PRWORA.*

In 2002 Congress passed the Farm Bill, providing a much broader restoration
to legal noncitizens who:

% Are disabled, regardless of date of entry, effective October 2002;’
¢ Have been in the United States at least five years, effective April 2003; and

% Are children ages 18 and under, regardless of date of entry, effective October
2003.

This report focuses primarily on the implementation of these three restorations.

TRENDS IN NONCITIZEN FSP PARTICIPATION

One central question motivating the research is whether the restorations
have led to a significant increase in noncitizen FSP participation. Legal immigrants’

food stamp participation fell dramatically in the years immediately following

*In 2002 California, Connecticut, Maine, Nebraska, Rhode Island, Washington, and Wisconsin offered state-
funded food assistance similar to food stamps to all otherwise eligible legal noncitizens. Food assistance was
offered to a smaller subset of legal noncitizens ineligible for federally funded food stamps in Illinois, Maryland,
New Jersey, and New York (Food and Nutrition Service 2002b). Massachusetts’ state-funded food assistance
program ran out of funding in August 2002 and was officially terminated in January 2003.

5 The FSP defines disability based on receipt of a disability benefit rather than self-declaration or certification
by a doctor. “Disabled” individuals are those under age 65 who receive SSI, and those aged 18-61 who receive

Social Secutity, veterans' benefits, or other government benefits (including state-funded benefits) as a result of
disability.
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PRWORA, due both to the law’s eligibility restrictions and general declines in food
stamp participation during the late 1990s. According to the U.S. Department of
Agriculture (USDA)’s Food and Nutrition Service (FNS), food stamp use by legal
immigrants fell 60 percent from 1994 to 1999, compared to 35 percent overall (Food
and Nutrition Service 2001). These sharp declines were found not only among legal
noncitizen adults made ineligible by PRWORA'’s restrictions, but also among
refugees and among citizen children with noncitizen parents whose eligibility
remained largely unchanged (Fix, Zimmermann and Passel 2001). By September
2001, legal immigrants and their children were participating at rates far lower than
those for the general population: about 40 percent of eligible noncitizens and only 34
percent of citizen children living with non-citizen adults were food stamp
beneficiaries, versus 62 percent for the overall eligible population (Cunnyngham
2003).

Since the late 1990s, however, deteriorating economic conditions and several
FSP policy changes have reversed the trend toward lower participation generally and
among legal noncitizens in particular. Total food stamp participation rose from 17
million persons in early 2001 to 23 million by the end of 2003, a figure still short of
the peak in participation—nearly 28 million—in March 1994 (Food and Nutrition
Service 2004a). Just after the Farm Bill passed in 2002, FNS projected that the three
legal immigrant restorations would increase noncitizen participation by about

400,000 by 2006 (Food and Nutrition Service 2003a, 2002c).

FARM BILL AND OTHER PROVISIONS AFFECTING FOOD STAMP
ACCESS GENERALLY

The 2002 Farm Bill also included several policy changes to broaden access, in
response to concerns from advocates and others that the FSP eligibility rules and
application process had become so cumbersome, time consuming and difficult that
many families were effectively blocked from obtaining the benefits to which they
were entitled (America’s Second Harvest 2001, American Public Human Services
Association 2001, Food and Nutrition Service 2001, Hayes 2002). In response, the
Fiscal Year 2001 Agricultural Appropriations Act, the 2002 Farm Bill, and other

5
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regulatory changes gave states options to change food stamp eligibility determination
policies in several key ways. Most notably, states were given more flexibility in
counting nonfinancial resources, primarily by allowing families to own more valuable
automobiles and still be eligible for food stamps. FSP regulatory changes preceding
the Farm Bill allowed applications to be taken over the phone in some cases—for
instance, due to illness or conflicts with working hours—thus reducing the number
of office visits required to receive benefits. States were allowed to increase reporting
periods from three to six months, again requiring less contact with and fewer office
visits by beneficiaries (Food and Nutrition Service 2003b).

All of these policy changes took place as a nationwide transition from paper
coupons (i.e., paper “food stamps”) to electronic benefit transfer (EBT) cards was
completed.” EBT cards function like ATM cards, allowing beneficiaries to avoid the
stigma of using paper coupons to buy food. Benefit issuance through EBT cards has
also been credited with preventing fraud and lowering FSP administrative costs (Pear

2004).

OTHER PoOLICIES AFFECTING NONCITIZEN FSP ACCESS

Since PRWORA was implemented, there have also been several policy
changes—beyond eligibility restorations—that directly affected noncitizen access to
the FSP. Some of these changes were designed to make it easier and less
intimidating for immigrants to apply for food stamps, while others have made it
more difficult.

A number of policy changes have eased noncitizen access. For example, in
1999 the former Immigration and Naturalization Service determined that noncitizens
receiving food stamps would not be considered a “public charge” and therefore
could not be deported or denied legal status, citizenship or entry into the United
States based on their food stamp use (Citizenship and Immigration Services 1999;
Food and Nutrition Service 2003a). In 2000 USDA and the Department of Health
and Human Services wrote a letter to states instructing them not to inquire about

social security numbers or immigration status for household members not applying

¢ California was the last state to convert from paper food stamps to EBT cards in spring 2004.
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for food stamps and other benefits (Department of Health and Human Services and
Department of Agriculture 2000). In 2000 President Clinton issued an executive
order stating that public agencies could not discriminate against applicants who do
not speak English, in keeping with Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964.
Following the executive order, the U.S. Department of Justice and several other
agencies (though not yet FNS) have issued regulations requiring interpretation and
translation services for public benefit applicants and participants who do not speak
English (Civil Rights Division 2001). All three of these measures potentially widened
access to benefits for immigrant families.

Other policy changes have made it tougher for noncitizens to obtain food
stamps. New immigrant sponsorship rules enacted under the 1996 Illegal
Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act and implemented in
December 1997 further restricted legal immigrants’ access to food stamps and other
benefits. The new rules require family members and others sponsoring immigrants
to prove their income is equivalent to 125 percent of the federal poverty level, and
mandate that sponsors sign an affidavit of support stating they will repay any public
benefits issued to the sponsored immigrant before he or she becomes a citizen. The
rules require food stamp eligibility workers to check the sponsor’s income and, in
many cases, count the sponsor’s income alongside the immigrant’s household

income when determining food stamp eligibility (Food and Nutrition Service 2003a).

BUDGET CUTS AND DECLINING FSP ADMINISTRATIVE RESOURCES

Finally, the Farm Bill restorations to legal immigrants occurred in a context
of declining resources for program administration. During the time of our study
(2002-2003), most states were in fiscal crisis; California alone was anticipating a
budget shortfall of over $15 billion for fiscal year 2004 (Lav and Johnson 2002).
Across the country, budget cuts led to staffing cuts, and caseloads rose for many
food stamp eligibility workers. Absent improvements in administrative efficiency,
drops in administrative resources threatened to reduce the impact of the Farm Bill

legal immigrant restorations and other access improvements.
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STUDY OUTLINE AND METHODS

The FNS sponsored this study to obtain a detailed view of state and local
implementation of the Farm Bill’s legal immigrant food stamp restorations. The
study focused on the following specific research questions:

% How did state and local governments implement the Farm Bill restorations?

Were Farm Bill timetables for the restorations met across the study states?

** How much did states vary in their approaches to outreach and to identifying
and converting differing subgroups of newly eligible noncitizens, including
those receiving State-funded food stamp replacement programs and those
living in households already receiving food stamps?

% Did States continue to offer state-funded replacement programs to legal
immigrants who remained ineligible for the FSP?

** What implementation challenges were anticipated by food stamp offices in
areas with large concentrations of immigrants? Did high flows of new
applicants and conversions emerge? What mechanisms did state and local
agencies implement to process them, and what practices were effective in
accommodating those flows?

These questions were addressed through four waves of data collection in
eight states beginning in October 2002 and ending in February 2003. During the
first wave—tall and winter of 2002-2003—telephone discussions were conducted
with state-level food stamp administrators and advocates to learn about the October
2002 restoration of ISP eligibility to disabled legal immigrants. In the winter and
early spring of 2003, as states were preparing for the April restoration of benefits to
noncitizens with five years of legal residency, a second wave of telephone discussions
with state-level informants was conducted. For the third wave, researchers
conducted site visits to two local food stamp offices in each of four states during
May and June 2003, as states were enrolling noncitizens newly eligible under the
April restoration. Discussions were also held with local food assistance advocates.
We found that in May and June, most offices were only just beginning to enroll
newly eligible noncitizens, and so we delayed data collection in the other four states
until the fall. In early fall 2003 we contacted one local food stamp office and a local

advocate in each of the other four states by telephone, again to inquire about the
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April 2003 restoration. Finally, later in the fall we conducted the last series of
telephone discussions—this time returning to our original state-level informants in
all eight states. This last wave focused on the October 2003 restoration to legal
immigrant children.

We selected six of the seven states with the largest immigrant populations
and two “new growth” states with rapidly increasing immigrant populations for the
study. The six large immigrant population states are California, Texas, Florida,
Illinois, New Jersey, and Massachusetts.” In 2000, these six states accounted for 60
percent of all noncitizens below the federal poverty level (table 1). In California over
a quarter of all poor persons were noncitizens, and noncitizen shares of the poverty
population were above the national average (11 percent) in the other five large states.
North Carolina (with 5 percent) and Tennessee (with 3 percent) had noncitizen
poverty population shares below the national average, but were among the top 10
states with fastest growing immigrant populations during the 1990s. North Carolina
had the fastest immigrant population growth rate (274 percent), and Tennessee had

the sixth fastest rate (169 percent) (Capps, Fix and Passel 2002).

‘Table 1: Noncitizen Populations and Poverty Rates in the Study States

State Noncitizen share Noncitizen poverty  Poverty rate* for  Poverty rate for

of total population population (1000s)* noncitizens citizens

United States 11% 4,175 23% 12%
California 26 1,300 25 12
Florida 17 319 22 12
Illinois 12 150 16 10
Massachusetts 12 79 19

New Jersey 18 116 15

North Carolina 5 70 22 12
Tennessee 3 24 23 13
Texas 14 555 28 14

*Number and share of noncitizens living in families with incomes below the federal poverty level—
$16,700 for a family of four in 1999, and slightly higher for larger families and lower for smaller families.

Source: Utrban Institute tabulations of Census 2000 data.

7 New York State has the second largest population of immigrants—as well as of noncitizens below the poverty
level—but was not included in the study.
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The eight study states had varying noncitizen poverty rates in 2000. Texas
and California had rates above the national average (23 percent), while
Massachusetts, Illinois, and New Jersey had rates below the national average (table
1). Thus demand for food stamps among noncitizens should have been highest in
Texas and California, where immigrants were the neediest. Additionally, noncitizens
were about twice as likely as citizens to be poor nationally and in most of the study
states, suggesting that households with noncitizens have a relatively high need for the
FSP and other public benefits designed to alleviate poverty.

The importance of the FSP in preventing hunger has arguably grown since
2000, as food stamp caseloads grew substantially following a recession in 2001 and
higher poverty and unemployment rates in 2002 and 2003. For instance, between
federal fiscal year 2000 and 2003, total FSP enrollment grew by 24 percent nationally,
from 17.1 to 21.3 million people. Between 2000 and 2003, food stamp participation
grew faster than the national average in most of our study states: Tennessee (47
percent), Texas (40 percent), North Carolina (33 percent),” Massachusetts (26
percent) and Illinois (25 percent). Growth was somewhat slower in Florida (18
percent), and the total number of food stamp participants actually fell by 7 percent in
California and 2 percent in New Jersey (Food and Nutrition Service 2004b).

Study respondents attributed caseload increases in their states mostly to
declining economic conditions but also to changes in FSP policies that expanded
eligibility and streamlined application and recertification procedures. For instance,
administrators in Massachusetts attributed caseload growth to several recent changes
designed to make the FSP more “user-friendly.” These changes were implemented
in response to criticism regarding the State’s low FSP participation rates and included
a shortened application form, more outreach, and waivers for the in-person
application requirement. Massachusetts also changed its policy regarding vehicles—

exempting all vehicles rrom eligibility calculations. 1o1D1l1ty wOrKers 1n 1exas
pting all vehicles from eligibility calculations.” Eligibility workers in T

8 North Carolina’s caseload growth was inflated somewhat by one-time disaster relief recipients following
Hurricane Isabel in August 2003.

9 Tennessee also began exempting all vehicles from eligibility calculations in January 2004, after our study was
completed. Illinois and North Carolina excluded one vehicle per adult at the time of our study; California did
so starting in January 2004. Florida excluded the first $8,500 in combined value for all household automobiles.
New Jersey excluded up to $9,500, and Texas excluded up to $15,000 in value for one vehicle (Center on
Budget and Policy Priorities 2004).
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began taking applications over the phone from some applications with work
schedule conflicts or transportation difficulties, and reporting periods were changed
from three to six months. Texas also began extending food stamps automatically to
Supplemental Security Income beneficiaries under its Simplified Nutrition Assistance
Program. Tennessee moved its TennCare health insurance program from separate
locations into food stamp offices, and began screening more TennCare recipients for
food stamps. Some of the other study states also took steps to streamline eligibility
and improve access—for instance by offering transitional FSP benefits to former
TANTF recipients and by simplifying the way in which shelter and utility expenses are
calculated.

Along with the declining economy, these improvements in access
contributed to higher caseloads in six of the eight study states. The policy changes
also established inclusionary norms that set the institutional context for the

restoration of benefits to several hundred thousand legal immigrants.

PRELIMINARY IMPACT OF THE FARM BILL LEGAL
IMMIGRANT RESTORATIONS

When projecting the impact of the Farm Bill restorations, USDA originally
estimated that about 400,000 legal immigrants would be added to the food stamp
rolls by 2006, with about 100,000 adults and 20,000 children newly participating
immediately following the restorations in 2003 (Food and Nutrition Service 2002c,
2004b). Our initial look at the restorations suggests that the short-term projections
have been met or surpassed. The longer-term impact of the restorations, however,
was not within the purview of our study.

Our best estimate is that at least 150,000 legal immigrants were added to the
caseloads in the eight study states (table 2) between October 2002 and the end of
2003. Most (nearly 135,000) were generated by the April 2003 restoration to
noncitizens who had five years of legal residency. The October 2003 restoration, to
legal immigrant children regardless of length of residency, generated about 18,000
new participants. The first of the three restorations—to disabled legal immigrants

regardless of length of residency, in October 2002—affected a substantially smaller
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number of individuals (less than 4,000). These estimates are based on a variety of
sources, including: data on caseload trends for legal noncitizen participants (where
available); the number of transfers from state food assistance programs; and
estimates by individuals we interviewed for the study. Note that these figures likely
yield an underestimate, since we obtained a partial estimate for New Jersey and were
unable to obtain any data for North Carolina or Tennessee. Moreover, we do not
include estimates for any of the other 42 states, which included over one third of all
poor noncitizens in 2000 and almost two thirds of the food stamp caseload in
October 2003 (Food and Nutrition Service 2004a).

Most legal immigrants added to the caseload by the restorations were former
state food assistance beneficiaries in California (almost 100,000), Massachusetts
(4,000) and New Jersey (2,000) (table 2). While the restorations produced a
significant cost shift from these states to the federal government, for the most part
legal noncitizens and their households did not see any changes in benefit levels. In
California, the restorations were “seamless™: eligibility staff simply transferred
payment of benefits from a state to a federal account. Beneficiaries were not notified
of the restorations, because their benefit levels were not affected at all. In
Massachusetts the state food assistance program lost its funding in August 2002, and
so legal noncitizens there experienced a gap in benefits between August and the date
of the restoration (October 2002, April 2003 or October 2003). However, the
federal restorations did not change benefit calculations for former state program
beneficiaries in Massachusetts either. In New Jersey and Illinois, smaller numbers of
state program beneficiaries were transferred to the FSP, in most cases without
affecting their benefit levels. Following the restorations, California—the only study
state that still had an active state food assistance program for noncitizens—was
providing benefits to almost 10,000 legal noncitizen adults without five years of legal

residency who remained ineligible for the federal FSP.
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Table 2: Urban Institute Estimates of Legal Immigrants Restored in the Study States,
Fall 2003

State October 2003 October 2002 April 2003 October 2003

= caseload restoration restoration restoration
8 states total 8.2 million 3,600-3,800 134,900 17,900
California 1.8 million 1,200% 79,200%* 16,500*
'Texas 2.2 million 500-700 24,700%* N/A
Florida 1.1 million 1,300 20,900%* N/A
Massachusetts 324,000 600* 4,200%* 1,000%
Illinois 995,000 N/A 3,700 400
New Jersey 357,000 N/A 2,200% N/A
North Carolina 679,000 N/A N/A N/A
Tennessee 785,000 N/A N/A N/A

* Former State program beneficiaries.
** Total legal immigrants added to the caseload, restored and new applicants.

Source: state administrative data on caseload trends for legal noncitizens as of late 2003 (whete available),
and Urban Institute conversations with state food stamp administrators.

There were also significant increases in legal immigrant food stamp caseloads
in Texas (25,000), Florida (22,000) and Illinois (4,000)."" Tllinois transferred a few
hundred individuals from its relatively limited state food assistance program, but
otherwise all of these legal immigrants represented new additions to the caseload.
For the most part, the legal immigrants restored in these states lived in mixed
citizenship households with U.S.-born citizen children who were already receiving
benefits before the restorations. In most cases, the addition of a newly eligible
member meant t